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Abstract 
The contested discourses of different ethnic groups in Malaysian pluralistic society are discussed in regard to their aspirations for 
education policies and language rights in the Malaysian educational system. Research for this discussion focused on issues in 
Malaysian educational policy and ethnicity. These issues are important to the Malaysian educational-policy process that aims to 
achieve ethnic integration through education. Using a qualitative research approach, semistructured interviews were conducted 
with individuals from different ethnic and professional backgrounds who were directly and indirectly involved in the production 
of Malaysian education policies. The results showed that Malaysian pluralistic society remains a contested landscape of 
ideologies and aspirations for educational rights in the process of national development. 
© 2010 Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
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1. Introduction  
In Malaysia, the community and population are usually considered to be dominated by three major ethnic groups: 
Malay, Chinese, and Indian. According to Boulanger (1996), this situation reflects the “tri-ethnic schema” of Malay-
Chinese-Indian, which underscores the polarity of ethnic groups and continues to have a decisive influence on 
macrolevel policy and microlevel practice. Within the social and political schema of “tri-ethnic” Malaysia—Malay, 
Chinese, and Indian—ethnic challenges and bargaining have affected educational policies in Malaysia since its 
independence.  
The formation and implementation of educational policies must consider the political aspects of these ethnicity 
issues. For example, one way to achieve the aim of national integration through education is to use the education 
system to establish a more monocultural Malaysian outlook. The development of common-content syllabi and the 
establishment in the 1970s of the national language, Malay, as the main medium of instruction in all schools were 
seen as crucial steps toward the goal of national integration. However, Chinese and Indian ethnic groups, having 
previously established vernacular schools along ethnic lines, were unwilling to give up their schools in favor of the 
national language and curriculum. Thus, one of the challenges faced during the implementation of Malay as the 
medium of instruction was the need to consider multiple political aspects of ethnicity in Malaysia.  
The studies of Lim (1985), Singh and Mukhrejee (1993) and Lee (2000) reflect a common concern about the 
impact of educational policies after 1970. These studies have suggested that the state policy is in favor of affirmative 
action programs to assist the economic position of the Malays. However, this research has also demonstrated that 
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state policies have contributed to the creation of interethnic differences in educational resources. Joseph’s (2006) 
study on the construction of ethnicity among Malaysian schoolgirls indicates that educational policy has influenced 
the way Malaysian children negotiate the discourse of ethnicity. Joseph demonstrated how policy was involved in 
framing the construction of different ethnicities among schoolgirls from different ethnic backgrounds. Other studies 
have argued for Malaysia’s numerous ethnic communities remaining distinct because of the continuation of 
communal political parties and the fact that constitutional and policy practices exacerbate the Malay/non-Malay 
dichotomy in economics, society, and politics (de Micheaux, 1997, Lin-Sheng, 2003, Kheng, 2003a, Kheng, 2003b, 
Haque, 2003, Singh and Mukherjee, 1993).  
 The main issues surrounding policy formulation and implementation in the Malaysian educational system 
concern the different interests and aspirations for education in relation to ethnicity. This complex issue can be 
interpreted in a variety of ways based on the different perspectives and interests of ethnic groups in Malaysian 
pluralistic society. According to Haris (1990), these educational issues could easily attract elements of national and 
ethnic chauvinism.  
  
2. Etnicity in Malaysian Pluralistic Society  
Malaysian pluralistic society has experienced various periods of ethnic tension and conflict in relation to ethnicity 
issues, which have emerged since the end of British colonial administration. These issues have become a continuing 
problem in the government’s attempts to reconcile the needs of a heterogeneous population. Historically, ethnic 
divisions in Malaysia were constructed for political and economic purposes during British colonial rule, thus 
creating different ethnic groups within society. The creation of communal political parties strengthened the “sense of 
ethnicity” and contributed to the exercise of power focused on the interests of “us” versus “them”. Hence, in 
Malaysian pluralistic society, ethnicity is a complex issue related to the social, economic, and political 
circumstances of the different groups. The relation between ethnicity and these dimensions creates complicated 
issues that the state must manage to ensure national unity and harmony.  
 In the context of Malaysian pluralistic society, the meaning of ethnicity follows everyday usage as well as 
official definitions. The Malaysian categorization of ethnicity, i.e., Malays, Chinese, and Indians, is thus well 
internalized, although it emerged in relatively recent history. These ethnic categorizations were created by the 
British for administrative expediency during the colonial period and have evolved since Malaysian independence in 
1957 (Watson, 1980; Takei, John & Saunders., 1973). The way ethnic populations are defined and structured 
depends on the degree of differences between the populations, the way the groups interact with one another, and 
their relative positions in the political, social and economic order. Furthermore, heterogeneous cultures and 
identities exist within these distinct groups. 
 
3. Methodology 
3.1 Policy sociology 
 The theoretical position for this policy research is derived from the relationship between sociology and 
policy analysis, usually referred as policy sociology (Ball, 1990; Ozga, 1987). This perspective is “rooted in social-
science tradition, historically informed and drawing on qualitative and illuminative techniques” (Ozga, 1987, p. 
144). The policy sociology perspective is used to highlight the ideologies and perceptions of policies in relation to 
ethnic challenges in Malaysian education policy.  
160  Hazri Jamil / Procedia Social and Behavioral Sciences 9 (2010) 158–173
 This type of policy research is also concerned with critical analysis of particular policy practices. It 
positions the investigation of policy as a process of cutting through surface appearances (Harvey, 1990) to provide 
an understanding of the focus issues in a study. It endeavors to contribute to the improvement of the policy situation 
and to identify those elements which have the potential to change things (Troyna, 1994) by conceptually producing 
knowledge and understanding of the issues being studied. Hence, the aim of this paper is to achieve knowledge and 
insight that can contribute to informing the debates in Malaysia about ethnicity, educational policy, and issues of 
national integration. In this context, the present discussion is a study of policy rather than for policy. 
3.2  Policy interviews 
 The interview is a data-collection method in qualitative research that has the capacity to provide insight 
through an adaptable and essential technique of collecting in-depth information on the issues or phenomena being 
studied (Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 2000; Dooley, 2001; Patton, 2002; Arksey & Knight, 1999; Taylor & Bogdan, 
1998; Miles & Huberman, 1994; Finch, 1986). Arksey and Knight (1999) suggest that the interview is a 
“conversation between people in which one person has the role of researcher” (p. 2).  
 The interview is an important method for obtaining rich qualitative data on the opinions and perspectives of 
the key players within the policy community in relation to issues of ethnicity and Malaysian educational policy. In 
this study, the researcher used semistructured interviews to obtain opinions and information from the subject-
informants on this particular aspect of educational policy. Mason (1996) refers to semistructured or loosely 
structured interviews as qualitative interviewing. These interviews can be recognized as “conversations with a 
purpose” (Burgess, 1984, p. 102) that are guided by prepared topics or themes in the interview guidelines.  
 The semistructured interviews in this study allowed the researcher to ask questions of the interviewees “in 
responses to which are seen as significant replies” (Bryman, 2001, p. 110). Although a structured interview can be 
more directly linked to the research questions, semistructured interviews were deemed to be more appropriate in this 
study for gaining information from important people with the greatest knowledge of Malaysian educational policy.  
3.2.1 The subject-informants 
 
 This study interviewed a relatively small number of informants selected for their credibility in providing 
useful information and valuable data. The selected interviewees were recognized as key informants with significant 
knowledge and understanding of the policies being researched. They were informed about the issues and topics 
under investigation. Thus, the interviews in this research can also be regarded as key-informant interviews (Borg & 
Gall, 1989). Three categories of interviewees were recognized: 
1) Academicians 
2) Education administrators  
3) Individuals from the relevant interest/ethnic groups 
 
 Because the interviews involved elite groups in the policy community, it was difficult to gain access to 
some of the potential interviewees for this study. Hence, of the twenty individuals invited for interviews, only fifteen 
agreed to be interviewed. Among the individuals who did not agree to be involved in policy interviews were high-
level administrators, including a recent Secretary of Parliament, a Deputy Minister and another important person 
who dealt with educational affairs in a political ruling party.  
 The selection of individuals for research interviews was based on their access to power in discourses on 
educational policy, including language, curriculum, and other educational policies. They were identified as persons 
with the ability and opportunity to access educational-policy discourses on the issues under study. In other words, 
the selection of individuals for research interviews depended on their social power (i.e., their social position, status, 
role, institution, official role, and so on) in influencing educational policies in Malaysia.  
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 The term “subject-informants” in this report is used within the context of the purposive sampling research 
design, in which the researcher targets a particular group (Cohen et al., 2000) with the intention of obtaining 
relevant and significant subjects and informants who are able to provide rich and useful information on the issues 
being studied (Hollway & Jefferson, 2001). Specifically, in this study, this term recognizes the subject as an 
“informant” and “meaning-maker” in relation to ethnicity issues in Malaysian education policy; that is, the 
interviewees are involved in meaning-making work (Holstein & Gubrium, 1995). The selection of individuals for 
interviews was based on the following standards for the subject-informants:  
a) they have knowledge about educational policies and programs in Malaysia aimed at enhancing national 
integration in relation to the issues being studied; 
b) they may have their own frame of analysis for the questions raised; 
c) they are autonomous and have the power to affect the discourse of the policy issues; 
d) they represent different contexts, backgrounds, and experiences in relation to the interview questions and to the 
discourse of educational policy issues. 
3.2.2 Data analysis 
 
 The data analysis procedures in this study were adapted from the data analysis approaches described by 
Miles and Huberman (1994, pp. 10-11) and Holloway (1997) and the “framework” analytic approach proposed by 
Ritchie and Spencer (1994). The analysis of data proceeds through the processes of concentrating, recasting, and 
classifying the data. In this study, data analysis focused on the tasks of defining, analyzing, exploring, coding, 
categorizing, interpreting, and explaining the data. Recurrent concepts and themes were identified during the 
analysis, and the data were categorized and reduced to construct categories.  
 
4. The Interview Findings 
4.1 Contested Aspirations for Educational Rights: What Does the Multiethnic Malaysian Say? 
4.1.1 Language and ethnic rights in education 
 
 In the Malaysian educational system, the Chinese and Indian communities have a strong historical 
connection in relation to “mother-tongue” education. Historically, mother-tongue education for these ethnic 
minorities was institutionalized during the British colonial era through community involvement and policy practice. 
This institutionalization has continued to structure the educational system in post-independence Malaysia through a 
consensus of the political elites of the three major ethnic groups (Malay, Chinese and Indian) in “settling on” a 
national educational system for an independent Malaysia.  
 The present vernacular system at the primary level demonstrates the policy practice of accommodating the 
differing aspirations of different ethnic groups regarding language in education. However, this policy practice has 
also constructed different identities in the school system, in turn producing the ethnic character of the schools 
through the language of instruction. One interviewee commented on this scenario:  
 
You see, the vernacular system has been in existence since before we had independence. You know, when 
the Barnes Report was trying to getting rid of the vernacular system and have only English and Malay, at 
the  moment,  because  there  was  a  lot  of  hue  and  cry,  the  British  then  put  this  aside.  Then  the  British  
produced the Fenn-Wu Report. Finally, we had the Razak Report; this is the policy we are still following. 
Maybe this is a kind of compromise, to allow the community to have at least their primary education in 
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their mother tongue. In our country, where there is a multiethnic society, there is a strong feeling that the 
basic education, the primary education, should be in their own mother tongue. 
Interviewee 06 (A/Indian) 
 
 The interviewee’s use of the phrase “strong feeling” for mother-tongue instruction in education signifies 
that the mother tongue is related to ethnic groups’ sentiments about their cultures and identities. This sentiment is 
also influenced by a strong community involvement, especially among the Chinese in their struggle to preserve their 
vernacular schools in the Malaysian educational system. Accordingly, any policy with an agenda for abolishing the 
vernacular system would face strong resistance by the Chinese and Indian communities. One interviewee 
commented: 
 
The community support for the schools is very strong. The number of student relative to the total number 
of  students  is  huge.  So,  if  the  schools  are  closed,  then  this  is  a  massive  problems  [would  occur]  when  
millions  of  children  have  no  school  to  go  to,  and  the  government  has  never  been  able  to  solve  these  
problems. So, I think they are realistic that problems like these are weak as political problems, but the 
ethnic community’s commitment is actually strong.  
Interviewee 01 (A/Chinese) 
 
 The vernacular schools, especially the Chinese schools, were constructed through community efforts and 
have received strong community support since well before independence. They were built by the Chinese 
communities to serve their community’s educational interests during British colonial administration. The Tamil 
schools’ links with the community are not as strong as those of the Chinese schools. One interviewee commented on 
the legacy of the Chinese and Tamil vernacular primary schools in the following way: 
 
The Chinese schools, their strength I think is historic; they are all very old and some of them have been 
around over 100 years. It is not easy to say close the vernacular schools…and actually it is their strength… 
and the link with the community are strong. If you compare the Chinese schools with the Indian schools, 
for the Indian schools, which are plantation schools, the link with the community is not strong. So, when 
the  plantation  owners  don’t  want  to  run  a  school,  the  school  will  just  collapse.  In  addition,  they  are  not  
community-supported schools. 
Interviewee 01 (A/Chinese) 
 
 In the context of the relationship between ethnicity and language in education, considerations of 
multiculturalism and a multilingual medium of instruction in the Malaysian educational system seem to be an 
important way of satisfying Chinese and Indian aspirations in education. These methods have been seen as ways of 
assisting the state in enhancing integration. In this sense, issues of integration in the Malaysian educational sphere 
are related to discourses on Chinese and Indian rights to their languages in education. One Indian interviewee 
believed that a “policy of accommodating” the language rights of the Chinese and Indians should be the basis of 
ethnic cohesion in the Malaysian educational context because this could accommodate the Chinese and Indian 
aspirations for education in Malaysia. The interviewee commented on this point: 
 
You see,  we have  the  basics  in  learning  language.  Chinese  have  their  own basics  and we have  our  own 
basics. If the government…teaches our own languages in these schools, I think it will be not a failure. If the 
government is sincere in teaching the languages…the mother tongues, in all these schools, what the 
government sponsors will be a success. 
Interviewee 02 (EA/Indian) 
 
 The policy orientation regarding mother tongue and vernacular schools, in other words, reflects the state 
approach to accommodating Chinese and Indian educational aspirations in the Malaysian system. This is reflected in 
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the politics of policy-making and mediating ethnic interests related to language issues and vernacular schools. One 
interviewee commented: 
 
The political party, usually MCA and Gerakan, will be challenged by DAP and by Chinese school 
organizations. This is because our political system has always been based on a constitutional model. So, it 
is the elite coming together to make bargains. So this pattern was set all the way back in the days of the 
Razak Report in 1956. Actually, to that extent it forms the basis for how the primary school system is run 
and how the secondary school system is run. 
Interviewee 01 (A/Chinese) 
 
 In modern, postcolonial Malaysian society, the demand for mother-tongue education among ethnic 
minorities has also been influenced by discourses on human rights in education. For instance, one Chinese 
interviewee explained that the reason for protecting the mother tongue as the language of instruction for the Chinese 
community in Malaysia is related to the community’s rights with respect to language and culture. Here, we can see 
that the concept of human rights has shaped the ideology behind ethnicity and educational policy in Malaysia, 
moving from an ethnicity perspective to a human-rights perspective. This shift in the discourse related to the 
mother-tongue issue in Malaysian education moves language issues away from the narrow, chauvinistic arena of 
language politics. This shift in the discourse on ethnic challenges for language rights is influenced by ideologies of 
equality and opportunity in education across the nation. Derived from the notion of rights in education, this ideology 
has permeated ethnic contestation to policies that disregard such rights. One Chinese interviewee commented on this 
point: 
 
What we try to stress to the government is that mother-tongue education is a human right. It is a 
constitutional right and it is not in contradiction to the national integration policy. That is the important part 
of it. In the 80s and 90s, the government always put forward the national language as the main language. In 
principle, there’s nothing wrong with it,  it  makes sense, but it  also does not make sense that the Chinese 
and Indian languages must give way, must not exist. You know, it does make sense because of that part of 
the constitution as well as the educational system in this country. 
Interviewee 04 (NGO/Chinese) 
 
 One Chinese interviewee rejected any policy that attempts to deny this right to mother-tongue education 
and argued that such a policy is against the constitutional rights of the Chinese and Indians. The interviewee felt that 
Malaysian educational policy based on the Razak and Rahman Talib Reports recognized such rights. The 
interviewee commented: 
 
What is the meaning of the constitutional provisions for ethnic communities and the national education 
policy? The policy always guarantees that each community has their own community-education system, but 
the government has progressively interpreted the national education policies in its own way. 
Interviewee 04 (NGO/Chinese) 
 
 Although the Chinese and Indian interviewees are anxious about their rights to mother-tongue education, 
one Malay interviewee argued that current educational policy does not discriminate against Chinese and Indians. 
The interviewee noted that national educational policy clearly recognizes the need for mother-tongue education for 
these ethnic minorities. Moreover, this interviewee interpreted the policy as fair and noted the flexibility of 
Malaysian policy in accommodating the Chinese and Indian rights for mother-tongue instruction: 
 
The constitution clearly states in Clause 152 that, although Malay is enshrined as the national language, the 
use and the instruction of other languages is not prohibited. This means that the study and acquisition of 
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languages other than Malay is legally provided for in the country’s constitution, which offers latitude and 
flexibility for this purpose.  
Interviewee 06 (A/NGO/Malay) 
 
 Similarly, in response to the issue of mother tongue education, another Malay interviewee suggested that 
the policy has, in practice, provided an opportunity for all students in all schools to study various languages as 
subjects in the school curricula. Specifically, the interviewee referred to the implementation of the Peoples Own 
Language (POL) classes in the national schools. For the interviewee, this is concrete evidence of policy action to 
ensure that multiethnic students in Malaysian schools have the opportunity to learn their own language, thus 
accommodating the minorities’ rights to learn their mother tongues. The interviewee commented:  
 
You  can  study  Mandarin  and  Tamil  at  the  national  schools.  In  fact,  now  we  are  thinking  of  making  
Mandarin and Tamil subjects in our schools. Everybody learns Malay, everybody learns English, 
everybody learns Tamil, and everybody learns Mandarin. 
Interviewee 07 (AE /Malay) 
 
 The interviewee believed that the Malay language is important for national unity. In this sense, the ethnic 
interactions and the aim of unity between the Malay and non-Malay could be promoted by the use of Malay as a 
common language of communication for Malaysian multiethnic society. The interviewee explained the policy’s 
success in promoting national integration through instruction in the national language as practiced in the secondary 
schools. For this interviewee, this has promoted a sense of “acceptance” among the different ethnic groups. This 
feeling of “acceptance” can be developed through the use of the Malay language by students from different ethnic 
backgrounds. This is an important means of eliminating the ethnic boundaries caused by linguistic differences. For 
the  Malays,  accepting  the  use  of  the  Malay  language  by  non-Malays  is  an  important  factor  towards  ethnic  
integration. One interviewee commented on this issue: 
 
You see, students at the secondary level study and communicate in Malay. I can see its success in the 
command of the language among the non-Malay students. I have met many non-Malay students who are 
very fluent in Malay. The ability to be fluent in Malay helps the Malay to accept them. These people, who 
are also citizens of our country, they speak Malay very well. This is a very important factor towards 
national unity. There is some kind of acceptability. 
Interviewee 09 (AE /Malay) 
 
 In this sense, the ideology of ethnic integration suggests the use of a national language for all throughout 
the Malaysian educational system, believing that the Malay language can eradicate language-based divisions 
between the different ethnic groups in the school system. In turn, this could eliminate the ethnic differences that are 
based on language differences. The interviewee further commented: 
 
The ability to speak the language has helped the Malay to associate with them. Then the Malays will say, 
they  are  now  one  of  us  because  they  can  speak  our  language.  This  is  a  very  important  factor  for  ethnic  
integration.  I  think  making Malay  the  medium of  instruction  in  school  in  many ways  assists  the  goal  of  
national integration. You can hear Chinese boys and Malay boys speaking Malay, conversing in Malay. 
You see Chinese boys and Indian boys conversing in Malay. What does this show? That is the link between 
them; they are able to communicate, and this leads to a harmonious relationship. 
Interviewee 09 (AE /Malay) 
 
 Although discourse about mother-tongue instruction among the Chinese and Indians has influenced ethnic 
minority consciousness of their rights and educational interests, one Malay interviewee believed that this could 
hinder the state agenda of promoting integration through a national language. In addition, this interviewee believed 
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that discourse about human rights in relation to mother tongues carries certain implications regarding the role of 
Malay language for nation building. The interviewee argued that the mistakes in policy making during independence 
contributed to a developing ideology among the Chinese and Indians about their rights to mother-tongue instruction 
in the Malaysian educational system. The interviewee suggested that the idea of ethnic consensus between the 
Malays and non-Malays in policy making that includes accommodations for Chinese and Indian interests in 
education has affected Malay aspirations for a national language in Malaysian education. The interviewee noted: 
 
The Chinese have always been very aware of the cultural factors. At the beginning, they struggled for it but 
on  an  unofficial  level.  Now they are  doing it  officially  as  part  of  the  nation.  Therefore,  they  have  to  be  
taken notice of in the decision-making process. Now, they have questions on basic rights. We are back to 
where we made the mistake before we gained independence. This has been continually diminishing the role 
of the Malay language. 
Interviewee 10 (A /Malay) 
 
 This interviewee expresses concerns regarding the policy implications for the influence of Chinese and 
Indian discourses on ethnic rights for language in education on the Malay language. Here, we can see how the 
Malay respond to demands from the Chinese and Indians in relation to the mother-tongue issue. For the interviewee, 
the right to mother-tongue instruction could pose challenges to the national agenda for establishing the Malay 
language as the main medium of instruction. These ideologies also challenge both the role of the Malay language in 
uniting the nation through education and the Malay aspirations for nation building.  
 Another Malay interviewee believed that the question of mother-tongue education in Malaysian educational 
policy reflected a lack of understanding among the Chinese and Indians about the concept of nation building in the 
Malaysian pluralistic society. This interviewee argued that the minorities lack a clear understanding of the national 
ideology that positions the Malay language, culture and values as the main elements in the nation-building process. 
The interviewee commented: 
 
When they consider that everything is an attempt at reducing their rights to learn and master their mother 
tongue, it is a reflection of the fact that concept of nation building and national characteristics are 
insufficiently grasped and observed. 
Interviewee 11 (A /Malay) 
 
 In relation to these competing discourses about mother-tongue instruction, one Malay interviewee 
suggested a framework for resolving tensions between the Malay and non-Malay in relation to language in 
education. Although supporting the notion of mother-tongue instruction as a basic right for all ethnic minorities, the 
interviewee suggested that the state needed to address the importance of a national language and should give 
adequate attention to English as an important language in the international context. The interviewee, who was 
involved in policy making, suggested: 
 
“Mother-tongue” languages should be promoted and encouraged as a basic right, as long as the national 
language and English receive adequate attention in all schools. I would support a policy that all students 
become proficient in the national language of Malaysia, as well as in the English language, and that all 
students have full access to gaining proficiency in their mother tongue as well. 
Interviewee 12 (AE /Malay) 
 
 This interviewee believed that policy needed to address and accommodate various interests in relation to 
ethnic rights and national and global interests for developing the nation. For the interviewee, the official recognition 
of the Malay language must be continued at the same time that steps to improve English proficiency among 
Malaysian students are undertaken, and the policy needs to accommodate the linguistic needs of ethnic minorities. 
This idea suggests that the state needs to be concerned with multiple language demands in education in Malaysian 
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pluralistic society; however, the construction of a national identity should be pursued through a national language. 
The interviewee noted that the policy should take into account “the spread of national identity through the national 
language and the accommodation of global and ethnic demands on language and culture” (Interviewee 12).  
 In Malaysian multiethnic society, language is also linked to economic interests. This connection between 
language and economic opportunity has influenced the thinking and action of ethnic groups in their preference for 
the vernacular schools. This is a rational-pragmatic response of ethnic minorities in pursuing their economic 
interests in education. We can see an example of how the Chinese community’s preference for Chinese schools is 
strongly linked with economic preferences in responding to the Malay language preference policy. One interviewee 
commented on this point:   
 
Language  is  also  how  people  get  jobs  and  make  a  living.  I  mean,  when  you  decide  where  to  send  your  
children,  you have  to  make a  decision.  On this  basis,  you can  see  how the  Chinese  parents  have  moved 
their children from one kind of school to the other type of school. In the 60s and 70s, we saw many Chinese 
parents moving their children to English school because, at that time, when you go to the secondary school, 
you have to do everything in English. After May, 1969, the governmental policy changed. Malay 
dominated in culture, in business, and the quota system began. Even if you [the student] get a good [exam] 
result…, you are not assured of getting a place in a university. You are not able to get job in government. 
This was the beginning of this big divide. As a result, look at the figures. The Chinese parents tend to take 
their children out, but more and more new children are enrolling in the Chinese schools.  
Interviewee 03 (AE /Chinese) 
 
 The discourse between the Malay and non-Malay has shown that language is an essential aspect of ethnic 
challenges  to  current  policy.  The  view  of  the  Chinese  and  Indians  is  that  accepting  the  Malay  aspirations  about  
language in education amounts to accepting assimilation into Malay culture and values. Thus, ethnic ideologies of 
protecting the mother tongue are about protecting minorities’ rights to their culture, identities, and economic 
interests in the context of the majority ethnic group preference policy in Malaysian education. For the Chinese, the 
mother tongue preserves their language and cultural identity and is connected to economic interests, as reflected in 
their belief that their language provides more economic advantages. For the Malay, the hegemonic ideology based 
on Malay aspirations in relation to language is the foundation for uniting the Malaysian multiethnic society. 
Contested aspirations between the Malay and non-Malay dominate ethnic challenges to the Malaysian educational 
policy for integration.  
 
4.1.2  Policy approaches 
 
 Interviewees contested the current formulation and implementation of educational policy for ethnic 
integration. For some, such policy approaches did not tackle the problem of integration and ignored the fundamental 
contributing factors that hindered integration. In expressing the relationship between policy approaches and the aim 
of integration, one interviewee commented: 
 
We must get to the bottom of what integration is based on. We must allow real integration to take place in 
our schools, in our society. We must question the root of polarization in this country; furthermore, we must 
respect democracy and human rights in this country. If we can do all these things, perfect. 
Interviewee 04 (AE & NGOs/Chinese) 
 
 In this sense, the concept of integration is linked to the concepts of democracy and human rights in 
macrosocial, economic and political contexts. This concept is also connected to the rights to preserve the cultures 
and languages of all ethnic groups in education. Other important aspects of democracy and human rights in an 
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educational context are linked to the notion of a fair and equal application of the policy. As one Indian interviewee 
commented, this might eliminate the experience of being marginalized among minority ethnic groups in the country:  
 
You see, integration in any society can be achieved in many ways. One way, of course, is through 
education. The other way is, you know, giving equal opportunity to other ethnic groups. I think that this is 
one of the things that are now lacking or troubling. People feel that they have been sort of marginalized. So, 
when you feel like that, then of course you can have an integration policy but then you don’t really practice 
it. 
Interviewee 10 (A & NGOs/Indian) 
 
 The implementation of programs for national integration in schools seems to be unsuccessful because of the 
approach taken by the state in implementing the policy. This refers to the implementation by force rather than 
through negotiation between the government and the policy recipients. This factor constitutes an obstacle to the 
achievement of the policy. The Malay interviewee observed: 
 
You find that national integration by trying to inculcate the community seems not to work, but it works 
with some outside forces, policies and so on. So, I think in order for the country to survive and to work 
together  and so  on,  the  national  integration  should  come naturally  rather  than  forcing  it.  We can  see  the  
government is forcing it in implementing the idea of national integration, and the outcome is caused by the 
forcing effect.  
Interviewee 03 (A &EA /Malay) 
 
 Another interviewee commented that a policy approach that does not allow for differences can create 
problems in integrating the nation. This interviewee felt that the state needs to empower the schools to implement 
their own plans for integration, rather than force the schools to accept and implement a top-down policy relating to 
the aim of achieving integration. The interviewee believed that this will bring a stronger democratic sense to the 
policy approach and flexibility to policy processes. This point was raised by the interviewee, using Singapore as a 
comparison or “reference society”: 
 
I feel being more flexible is actually strength and not a weakness. You see Singapore recently begun to 
experiment with flexibility. They allow schools to be more independent to try new things. Of course, when 
you have more open minded, then you will allow people to do slightly different things. I am sure there will 
be different products that are actually the society strength. 
Interviewee 01 (A /Chinese)  
 
 The above interviewee pointed out that the notion of flexibility is more suitable in implementing the state 
agenda for achieving national integration. Moreover, the interviewee regarded the recognition of diversity rather 
than the pursuit of homogeneity as a strength for the nation. The interviewee noted:  
 
One  of  the  good  things  about  Malaysia  is  that  we  are  actually  very  pluralistic  by  the  nature  of  our  
population. This is a strength for us if we can recognize it. Whenever we think this is a weakness and then 
attempt to create some form of uniformity, then it will create a problem. 
 Interviewee 01 (A/Chinese) 
Furthermore, the interviewee suggested: 
 
I feel being more flexible is actually a strength and not a weakness. You see, Singapore recently begun to 
experiment with flexibility. They allow schools to be more independent, to try new things. Of course, those 
in the bureaucracy worry about that, whereas if you are more open minded then you allow people to do 
slightly different things. I am sure there will be different results that are actually societal strengths. 
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Interviewee 01 (A /Chinese)  
 
 In accommodating the demands of ethnic minorities’ interests in language and the type of schools in 
Malaysian education, the state actually practices a liberal and “compromised” approach. In trying to accommodate 
Chinese demands, the state sought a compromise through policy practices in the Chinese and Tamil schools where 
the state had granted financial assistance and provided teaching staff and learning materials for the schools. Thus, 
this Malay interviewee feels that the government is tolerant towards the Chinese and Tamil demands in education. 
The interviewee sees this as hampering the Malay “supremacy” rights in the country. One interviewee’s comments 
indicate a feeling of discontent concerning the policy practices that accommodated ethnic minority demands in 
education. The interviewee noted: 
 
The government always tolerates other ethnic groups. The Chinese and Indians make demand after 
demand. They have success gaining many of their demands. From capital-assisted schools to fully funded 
schools, from not giving text books to all schools to giving book loans to all schools, from no University 
Tunku Abdul Rahman to an establishment one, from a fully Malay MARA to an MARA now open to all 
ethnicities. Our government policy is not strong in supporting the Malay’s supremacy. 
Interviewee 08 (AE /Malay) 
 
 The above interviewee’s perspective illustrates the Malay discontent regarding the policy approach that 
was interpreted as favoring other ethnic interests, which has been viewed as marginalizing Malay rights. This 
indicates that the ethnic struggle for social and economic gains through education is interwoven with ethnicity in the 
educational context and influenced by interpretation of the policy in relation to ethnic interests. Although the state 
tries to accommodate the demands of the Chinese ethnic minority, the Malay see it as a weak policy that does not 
preserve the dominant status of Malays and their special rights in the country.  
 
4.1.3 Policy implementation 
 
 At the level of implementation, the policy has been viewed as unsuccessful in realizing the policy agenda 
for national integration. One Indian interviewee claimed that this was a result of the teachers and school 
administrators’ interpretation of the policy. In this sense, the problems of the policy process are “in” the 
implementer, but never “in” the policies (Ball, 1997, p. 265). The interviewee commented: 
The government policy might be good. The Education Minister may say something. It might be agreed 
upon and certain educational laws passed, they might have agreed in cabinet meetings and so on, and then 
they may announce something, but when the implementation comes to the classroom level, the practice is 
different. 
Interviewee 02 (AE &NGOs/Indian) 
 
 For this interviewee, the main reason for unsuccessful implementation is the lack of understanding and 
knowledge of multiculturalism among the teachers and administrators. This suggests that integration policy in 
schools has to involve pedagogical and curricular measures among teachers and the administrators to develop 
competence and skills in multiculturalism and institute integration. The interviewee noted:  
 
There is a complete lack of understanding about the Indian or Chinese cultures. Of course, this is because 
the people who are at the top there, that means the headmaster, they themselves have not come through a 
medium of education which has a broad understanding of other people. Now we talk about integration but 
then they themselves don’t understand the sentiment, the feeling, culture and the values of other ethnic 
groups. 
Interviewee 06 (A &NGOs/Indian) 
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 Another perspective on the Malaysian educational policy reveals that the implemented policy is contrary to 
the policy concept for national integration. Some interviewees construe the Malaysian educational policy in practice 
as constructing ethnicity in some schools by separating ethnic groups. This refers to the special schools for the 
Malay, the result of a policy that seeks to give special treatment to the Malay/Bumiputera in their schooling 
experience. For example, the MARA’s secondary schools (the schools under Majlis Amanah Rakyat, or the Peoples’ 
Trust for Indigenous People, a government institution to economically assist the Malay/Bumiputera) are a result of 
the policy practice of affirmative action for the Malay/Bumiputera in education. One interviewee commented that 
this has created a boundary between the multiethnic students because these schools are only for the Malay. The 
interviewee argued that this revealed a conflicting agenda in the policy-implementation process:  
 
You talk about integration and how everybody should be together. Then there’s MARA only for the Malay. 
The recent Minister of Higher Education says as well as does the Prime Minister, that MARA is to be 
closed to any more non-Bumiputera. So what are we talking about?  
Interviewee 04 (NGOs/Chinese) 
 
 The ethnic composition within a school and its relationship with the affirmative-action policy in education 
for the Malay generates a sense of “insiders” and “outsiders” among ethnic groups in Malaysian society. The cross-
purposes between the policies of national integration and the state practice in implementing policy in favor of the 
Malay have created such feelings. These purposes are entrenched in the state policy processes. Thus, conflicts arise 
within the discourse of national integration in the Malaysian educational sphere. For the interviewee, the policy 
practice of national integration through education is confusing.  
 
You want  schools  to  be  opened and integrated  and then  MARA cannot  be  allowed to  be  opened to  non-
Bumiputera. What are we talking about? This is complete hypocrisy. 
Interviewee 04 (NGOs/Chinese) 
 
 In the implementation process, it is clear that the education policy in Malaysia attempts to maintain the 
status quo of the vernacular schools in relation to the state’s preference for a national school that uses the national 
language as the medium of instruction. Although the minority groups demand the development of more Chinese and 
Tamil primary schools, the implemented policy is contrary to such demands. One interviewee explains the policy: 
 
 
It  is a policy. We do not allow them to increase the number. As the guideline, where possible, we do not 
allow them to build new Chinese schools. They can expand the existing school and they can improve the 
existing school, but as far as I know, there will be no new schools for SJKC and SJKT.  
Interviewee 07 (EA/Malay) 
 
 It is important to note here that even though the policy as written seems open to acknowledging and 
compromising on the Chinese and Tamil schools, in practice, through the state’s bureaucracy and machinery, the 
policy simply maintains the status quo of the vernacular schools. This is based on the belief that the expansion of 
vernacular schools in the Malaysian educational system will enhance ethnic polarization and will undermine the 
state’s agenda for empowering the national school as a site for multiethnic integration. Hence, the policy practice 
regarding vernacular schools can be interpreted as allowing the ethnic minority their rights to mother-tongue 
instruction and justifying the idea that the state’s policy does not reflect ethnocentrism. Furthermore, this practice 
stops at the elementary level, and there is an attempt to make national secondary schools conform to the policy 
ideology of integration by bringing together multiethnic children in the same schools and using Malay as the 
medium of instruction. The interviewee commented: 
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Our students at the elementary level were compartmentalized, separated into Malay schools, Chinese 
schools and Tamil schools, but, being a multiethnic country, the government was very considerate. We are 
the only government in the world which allows them to choose vernacular elementary education, but if we 
allow them to go on at the secondary level, they will still be compartmentalized into Malay secondary 
schools, Chinese secondary schools, and Tamil secondary schools, and then it would continue to be 
divided.  
Interviewee 07 (EA/Malay) 
 
Accordingly, the interviewee observes that this kind of policy implementation shows that the state’s policy on 
language and culture in education is fair to all ethnic groups in Malaysian. The policy implementation 
accommodates ethnic-minority rights through their vernacular schools and considers the need for national unity 
through the educational process. The interviewee said: 
 
You know, we accommodate the requests of the other ethnic groups to the government, which means that 
the Malaysian government is not racist in terms of education. We are not anti-Chinese or anti-Indian nor do 
we practice racism in our policy. If we are really talking about national unity, we would abolish all these 
Chinese and Tamil schools, and have only national primary school. 
Interviewee 07 (EA/Malay) 
 
However, for the Chinese, the policy practice discriminates against the vernacular schools. The Chinese interviewee 
criticizes the policy for not allowing for an increased number of Chinese and Tamil schools: 
 
What is the priority of the government? The populations of the schools are exploding. The government said 
it does not want to build more Chinese schools and Tamil schools. Then they want to promote Vision 
School and Integrated School. Why should we? Of course, you can imagine why the Chinese schools and 
Tamil schools are opposing it. 
 
Interviewee 13 (NGOs/Chinese) 
 
In addition, policy implementation regarding vernacular schools has been viewed as unfair. As another Chinese 
interviewee commented: 
 
 
 
 
The only thing is the implementation of the government, especially the Ministry of Education. They never 
treat all types of schools fairly. The number of students has increased, doubled, but the number of schools 
has been reduced. This very clearly indicates that the implementation of the government is not fair. We 
have the figures. I think the figures can speak for themselves. 
Interviewee 05 (NGOs/Chinese) 
 
 Controversial issues can occur when implementing a program to promote education at the school level 
because the original intention of the policy may not be considered. Thus, implementation often faces challenges 
from particular ethnic communities, resulting in the neglect of the original policy intention among the policy 
implementers. This has happened, for instance, in the implementation process of the Vision School (VS) program. 
Another interviewee raised this point: 
 
I think, at the policy stage, it worked, with good intentions. The problem is that, at the planning stage, it has 
been done at central level, whereas the implementation stage is at the state level. We take a school in 
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Kedah that has been built in a Malay-community area, where there is only a small community of Chinese. 
The purpose of building the school was because there was one small school Chinese school. They thought 
of closing that school and one small Indian school. 
Interviewee 03 (AE/Malay) 
 
 At the administrative level, the decisions about the implementation of the policy idea embraced other 
purposes that provoked resistance from the ethnic communities. In the implementation process of the VS, the 
administrative approach strengthened the belief of the Chinese and Indian communities that the program was 
intended to abolish vernacular schools rather than to integrate their children. The Indian interviewee commented on 
this connection between policy and the implementation process in relation to the position of the vernacular schools:  
 
They [the Chinese and Indian community] ask questions because they feel that, if they are just giving the 
vernacular schools, they fear that eventually we may have only the Malay language. Maybe the government 
will reduce the number of hours of Chinese and Tamil instruction. This is the fear that they feel, that maybe 
this is the first step toward abolishing the Chinese and Tamil schools.  
Interviewee 09 (A/Indian) 
 
 Moreover, the process of implementation has resulted in ethnic discontent. Without prior consultation in 
relation to implementation, suspicion has been raised in the Chinese community about the vernacular schools. The 
undemocratic, administrative implementation of the policy has produced different interpretations with respect to 
ethnic interests. As one interviewee commented regarding the implementation of the VS: 
 
The current situation is that the integrated schools are forcibly implementing a scheme without prior 
consultation. Also, the intention is clearly to control these schools’ management through a Board that is 
required to report to the government. In this scenario, it is understandable why the policy will be received 
with suspicion. 
Interviewee 11 (AE/Malay) 
 
Implementation of such policies and programs at the school level has often met with political controversies, 
resulting in the “forcing down” of the policy.  
 
The problem is that when a policy is perceived as being enforced by the authorities, there is a natural 
aversion against it. 
Interviewee 11 (AE/Malay) 
 
 The implementation process of education policy and programs for integration at the school level have 
tended to be reactive and crisis-oriented. These responses generally arise from ethnic groups’ challenges regarding 
their culture and language identity and the way the policy is implemented.    
5. Conclusion 
 This discussion has uncovered a multiplicity of perspectives regarding the processes of Malaysian 
educational policy in relation to ethnic issues. It has revealed the conflicting discourses on the policy for integrating 
this multiethnic society through education. The discussion has also indicated that the issue of ethnicity and policy in 
Malaysian education is entwined with the “different principles” of educational aspirations and rights, including 
issues of culture, language and identity. Ethnicity and educational policy are also connected with social and 
economic interests relating to education. 
 The principal tension is between policies seeking an ideal harmonious balance amongst the Malay, Chinese 
and Indian ethnic groups and those fighting to preserve special rights and privileges. Another tension arises around 
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the assertion of the political supremacy of the Malay versus demands for the preservation of various ethnic 
languages and cultural identities. Hence, the policy process in the Malaysian educational context has involved 
multiple interests of the ethnic groups in realizing the national agenda of building the nation. This is the backdrop 
for mounting ethnic discontent within the Malaysian educational policy process. Various factors are involved in this 
discontent, including the ethnic factor in relation to the preservation of language and culture and in relation to 
differing social and economic outcomes.  
 The discourse on Malaysian educational policy in the interviews also touched on what the ideal policy 
should be for integrating and accommodating different ethnic groups in Malaysian pluralistic society. This is a 
difficult situation for the state as it pursues a strategy that can accommodate tensions between differing and 
competing Malay and non-Malay aspirations for the nation. While the state attempts one strategy after another to 
solve the problem of ethnic integration, these policies also actively construct the notion of “outsider” and “insider” 
in the policy context through discourses about fairness, discrimination, and marginalization by the policy practice 
for both the Malay and the non-Malay. The notion of ethnicity within the Malaysian educational policy context is 
situationally constructed and discursively produced (Joseph, 2006), involving economic, social and political issues. 
 This production of ethnic feelings in relation to policy is linked to the ethnic groups’ perspectives on the 
way the policy has affected their interests in education. Therefore, ethnic issues related to language, culture and 
economic interests remain the dominant challenges in the education policy processes for nation building in 
Malaysia.  
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